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POSSIBLE CHANGES IN THE 
SINO-SOVIET RELATIONSHIP 


PRECIS 


Significant improvement in Sino-Soviet relations is unlikely in the 
next year or two—particularly if Mao survives. A central element of 
the impasse at this stage is the absence of any visible inclination in 
Moscow to reduce its military forces along the Chinese border. 


War between Moscow and Peking is a possibility, but we rate the 
odds as low—no higher than 1 in 10. China, clearly the weaker party, 
would not attack, The USSR would mainly be deterred by: China’s 
strategic missile capability, however modest; the chance of becoming 
bogged down in a protracted ground war; concern over the potential 
impact on its economic relations with the West; and, uncertainty as 
to the nature and scope of US reactions. 

Military action against China—particularly a disarming nuclear 
strike—may continue to have a certain appeal to some Soviet leaders, 
es Ss ee ee ee 
if the US appeared to move toward an anti-Soviet alliance with the 
Chinese. Even in this contingency, however, the counter-arguments 
would seem far more compolling. Thus, it is likely that Moscow will 
hold to a more measured course, one which does not foreclose the 
possibility of some accommodation over the longer term. 
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[DIA and Air Force 
large-scale invasion and a disarming strike, rating the 
likelihood of a disarming strike as markedly greater 
than that of an invasion.) 


Indeed, the longer the Sino-Soviet peace is maintained, the better 
the chances for a reduction of tension in the relationship. Mao's death, 
for one thing, should ease the way toward accommodation for both 
sides. Soviet or Chinese disappointments in dealing with the US might 
provide other incentives to bury the hatchet. So would the growth 
of Chinese nuclear strength and overall self-confidence in dealing 
with both superpowers. There are also the cumulative costs of years 
of tension and military preparedness, which may dispose both sides 
toward less risky, more controlled forms of competition—a new rela- 
tionship in which differences are muted and third parties prevented 
from exploiting Sino-Soviet cleavages. 

But movement beyond limited accommodations toward a genuine 

collaboration and 


the West. There would still be strong interest in a continuing inter- 
change of trade and technology. But there would be adverse effects 
The Chinese would be less interested in improving relations with 
the US and less tolerant of the US military presence in the Far East. 
The Soviets would be less concerned with détente in Europe and 
more willing to compete with the US globally. Japan would have less 
room for maneuver between Moscow and Peking, both of which 
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that something like full-scale rapprochement was in the wind. 
timulate interest in regenerating alliances with the US 
increase resistance to further 
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. THE ROOTS OF CONFLICT 
1. Background, The Sino-Soviet dispute 
owes as much to old national rivalries as to 


the ideological battles of the 
so, Before Mao won control of the 
the 
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was concerned that Mao might become a new 
Tito, and was quick to take exception to 
Chinese claims for Mao's doctrinal originality. 


economy, tied Peking to Moscow. All the 


Peking launched its Great Leap Forward rd 
commune system in 1058; the Soviets saw it 
as an ideological challenge as well as a misuse 
of their technical aid. 

3. On yot another track, the death of Stalin 
fm 1953 encouraged Peking to promote Mao 
as the top ideologue and senior leader of the 
communist world. The Soviets made little 
effort to conceal their contempt for this chal- 
lenge, though it was after Khrushchev's de- 


in competing with Moscow on matters con- 
cerning international communism. 

4, Moscow’s refusel to provide the kind 
of nuclear aid demanded by China, coupled 
with Sovict rebuctance to join China in con- 
fronting the US In the 1958 Taiwan Strait 
crisis, further aggravated the deteriorating 
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relationship. The Soviet withdrawal of tech- buildup shortly after it began. In the period 
nicians from China in 1960 brought the con- —-1985-1968, China wns deoply enmeshed in the 
flict into the and markod the end of Cultural Revolution, which involved the in- 


5 
along the Sino-Soviet border since 196, per- 
ticularly on the Soviet side, remains the most 
dramatic and convincing evidence of tho deep 





"See NIE 11-13-73, “The Sino-Soviet Relationship: 
‘The Military Aspects,” dated 20 September 1975, 
TOP SPORT AbiSOQUECE, for detailed analysis 
of the subject. 
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tensive participation of the People’s Libera- 
tion Army, Peking wes also sensitive to the 
threat posed by US forces in Indochina. China's 
relative military weakness required that it 


incidents along the Ussuri River, Peking’s im- 
mediate counter was to impose greater re- 
straint over its frontier units, to agree to border 
talks with Moscow, to shift some army units 
northward (though still far back from the 
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ag the result of a deliberate Soviet decision 
to intensify the propaganda battle, exchanges 
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the Crimean Conference of the Warsaw Pact 
party leaders in July to provoke discussion 
of tho “China problem.” These actious w-re 


East and West Europe in the midst of MBFR 
and CSCE by their hope to 
influence debate in China, and by 


to rule wut improved relations—or at Jonst 
not to leave China vulnerable to a charge of 
rejecting compromise, As Chou put it, “The 
Sino-Sovict controversy on matters of prin- 
ciple should not hinder tho normalization of 
relations between the two states on the basis 
of the five principles of peaceful coexistence,” 
Despite this gesture on Chou's part, the net 
effect of these exchanges has been to further 
poison the atmosphere in the bilateral rela- 
tionship. 


10. Apart from these well-known polemics, 
there is little evidence on the structure and 
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effect on Soviet and Chinese relations with the 
US have served to foreclose external support 
for ny North Korean military approach to 
the unification issue. 

13, For most of the world, the present status 
of the Sino-Soviet relationship brings a greater 
sense of opportunity and security. Japan now 


collaboration with the US to achieve a nego- 
tiated settlement in Cambodia, or Chinese dis- 
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15. China's effort to shake Moscow's con- 
trol over the communist parties and the states 


of Eastern Europe probably represents more 
of an irritant than a threat to the Soviet posi- 
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16, China’s admission to the UN brought 
international offorts to 


petunting tensions in the Middle East at the 
expense of the Arab cause, 

18 The Sino-Soviet rivalry has also caused 
Peking to greatly reduce its involvements in 
most revolutionary and guerrilla movements in 


otitis Chitase innarets hao 28 Yalbet, Geice 
has been far less maneuvering betwoen the 
two communist powers for influence. 


by far the greater amount and is engaged in 
a broad-based contest for influence through- 
ot tho ‘Ted Wael, Aguiar She UN os wal 
as Chinn. Peking has perforce been 

selective vith its aid; and ts substantnaly ex- 
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zania. In fact, in most cases one or the other 
of the communist powers is in a clearly more 
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influential position vis-i-vis the other, so that 
despite the world-wide Sino-Soviet competi- 
tion, there has not been a wild bidding war 
between Moscow and Pking for economic in- 


the Arab fedaycen and revolutionaries of 
between the 
two has been low-keyed, with the Soviets gen- 


foreign policies in recent years have added 
new dimensions to their conflict. In particular, 
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ship will surely vary from time to time. Border 
frictions, domestic political needs, or unusual 
troop deployments could contribute at any 
time to eruptions in the relationship. The level 
of propaganda invective will vary in any case, 
The possibility of war, of course, will remain. 
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clearly feels cecal concern about security in 
Soviet territory bordering China and has de- 
ployed whet it probably consider the mini- 
mum force capable of handling any contin- 
gency on its fronticrs. But the Chinese clearly 
sve this as a dispruportionate and unjustifiod 
display of strength, and are disinclined to 
make conetssions ander what they choose 
to interpret us a Sovict show of force, At 
this point, it is doubtful that either side would 
reduce military forees along the burder for 
foar that this would signal irresulution ur lack 
of staying power to the other side, 


24. Although we rate the odds of war ox 
low, it ts necessary to give serious attention 
to this posstbility, Bocause of Chineso aware- 
ness of Sovict military superiority, the chances 
aro remote that Peking would deliberately 
take actions leading to war. But various moti- 
vations are conceivable for major Sovict mili- 
tary actions against China. In the improbable 
event that China cagaged in persistent border 
harassments, the Soviets might move beyond 
local reprisals and cross the border in con- 
siderable strength in an effort to halt such 
provocations, Larger military operations, in- 
volving penetrations of sevoral hundred miles 
into Manchuria and Sinkiang, might be under- 
taken to exert pressure on the Chinese leader- 
ship in some other context as well. Deeper 
ponctrations, which would require more ex- 
tensive mobilization of Soviet forocs, would 
have the purpose of solving the more basic 
“China problem.” An opportunity for such 
action might occur in the unlikely contingency 
of a China sharply divided by an intemal 
struggle for power? In this case, the Soviets 


*The ide: that China might suffer deep (ntermal 
divisions amd # severe weakening of central authority 
gaincd currency outile China dusing the Caltural 
Revolation. In retrospect, we can see that there were 
serlous strains; but the more siguificant fact was 
the continuing responsiveness to central mutherity 
apie Ainy ceaanane yin hy. lend ot' 3 
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might intervene with the aim of supporting 
of imposing a faction more favorably disposed 
toward cooperation with the USSI. 

25, Whatever the circumstances of a Sovict 
move into China, Sovict leaders would almost 
certainly expect Chinese resistance to develop 
and to be stubbom. They would have no as- 
surance that the war could be brougi.t to an 
end on Moscow's terms nor that Soviet forces 
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critical aspects of the Chinese threat before 
modest but growing strategic capability with 
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a disarming nuclear strike, Arguments for this 
course as the only moans of forcstalling a 
basic and unfavarable shift in the world stra- 
togic balance would probably gnin strength 
if, in Soviet cyes, the US appeared to move 
from an even-handed posture between Mos- 
cow and Peking toward an anti-Sovict alliance 
with the Chinese, In this event, it could bo 
argued in Moscow that détonte had failed and 
that a display of naked force which destroyed 
Chinese strategic capabilities and instilled an 
abiding fear among the peoples and govern- 
ments of Asia, Europe, and the Middle East 
would bring gains that more than offset the 
damage to the Soviet image. 


27. The counter-arguments seem far more 
compelling. The Sovicts could not be certain 
that some Chinese missiles would not survive 
the blow or that the Chinese would refrain 
from launching them against Soviet cities. Nor 
could Moscow be certain that China would 
not attempt to engage Sovict gencral purpose 
forces in a protracted struggle. As in the casc 
of a ground invasion, there would be much 
concern about hostile US reactions, As for dis- 
counting those reactions and shifting bellig- 
erontly to a general posture designed to exploit 
fear of Sovict ruthlessness and power, most 


28, Our judgment, based on weighing all 
these and other considerations, is that the 
chances of a premeditated large-scale Soviet 
attack on China—while certainly still such 
as to demand attention—are quite low, say 
‘on the order of 1 in 10. While Moscow is pre- 


to go away; and military action, particularly 
a disarming nuclear strike, may contiwe to 
have a certain appeal to some Sovivt leaders. 
But when considered in light of the caleulable 
and incalculable risks of military action, angu- 
monts for a more measured course which holds 
open the possibility of some accommodation 
xd even reconciliation over the longer term 
re far more likely to prevail within tho top 
Soviet leadership. 


29. Most participants in this Estimate fect 
that the jadgment above applics to both a 
large-scale Soviet invasion and a disarming 
nuclear strike, While the latter course prob- 
ably rates more serious consideration by So- 
viet planners, the chances still soem low that 
such a course would actually be approved and 
implemented. DIA and Air Force, however, 
would differentiate between a large-scale in- 
vasion and a disarming strike, rating the likeli- 
hood of a disarming strike as markedly greater 
than that of on invasion, 


30, If war does not intrude over the next 


31. It is doubtful that any single successor 
to Mao, even Chou, will be able to command 
the power and authority that Mao has wielded. 
A period of persistent pulling and hauling ap- 
pears likely; there are bound to be disputes 
on 


if Chou should predecease Mao, And if Mao 
and Chou were to leave the scene at about the 
sume time, Chinese politics might become 
seriously unstable and Puking’s international 
bchavior—including the course ot relations 
with the USSR—unpredictable, 

932 Various possibilities could be imagined 
in the post-Mao environment. There could be 
a breakdown in central authority 23 vontend- 
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34. This brief discussion does not exhi 
the alternatives. But the most likely 
tion of the leadership after Mao and 
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to the revolutionary ideals of Mao, and al- 
most cortainly would persevere in seeking a 
socialist China, they would nevertheless tend 
to be more pragmatic than idealistic, more 
moderate than radical, and more 
with China's material future than with 
world’s ideological struggles, 

35, A leadership drawn from this group 


would probably retain an interest in produc- 
tive relations with the US and the West. But st 
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pendence and doctrinal originality, (There arc 
prvocdents for beth these actions in Sovict 
relations with Yugoslavin.) The Soviets might 


policy. Tho Sovicts are seen as being in an 
aggressive, expansionist phaso while the US 
is deseribod as being in a state of decline. 
As the development and deployment of 
Ching’s strategic weapons progress, China's 
concern with the immediate military threat 
should decline, Further, tho mere passage of 
time without an actual attack should of itself 
be reassuring to the Chinese. As such percep- 
tions change, a somewhat less antagonistic 
relationship with the Soviets may appear bot- 
ter suited to China’s interests in the eyes of 
its leaders. 

40. Evolutionary trends in the complex 
Sino-Soviet-American political triangle may 
also contribute to the amelioration of the Sino. 
Soviet relationship. Indeed, both Moscow and 


trouble in trade relations, or problems grow- 
ing out of third-party conflicts (e.g., in the 


of détente with the West, that there was not 
much more mileage to be gained by compet- 
ing with one another for Washington's favors. 
A shift of this type in China's attitude would 
be a logical outgrowth of increasing Chinese 
nuclear strength; as tho deterrent grew, Chi- 
nese self-confidence would increase, and con- 
cessions to US positions would appear less 
necessary. 

42. The main theoretical line in China's 
current foreign poticy—opposition to “super- 
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At present China's preoccupation with the 
Sovict throat predominates and dictates the 
need to lean 
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forums, and third parties prevented from ex- 
ploiting thelr conflict. Peking and Moscow 
have had many years to assess the potent risk 
of their rivalry. After Mao, both parties will 
probably sock to cut the costs and reduce the 
risks by moving the competition into safer 
realms. 


brood collaboration 2nd perhaps reinstate- 
ment of the alliance—seems out of the ques- 
tion in the near term and highly unlikely in this 
doende. This is so not only becouse of all the 
factors which argue for continued contention, 
but because any major amelioration of the 
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contest (with its attendant implications of 
threat for the non-communist world) would 
jeopardize each side's policics and investments 
in the West. 


45, A fundamental change from the present 
relationship woukl be likely only if there wore 
a dramatic turnover in leadership in Moscow 
or Peking (which is highly unlikely), or if 


47. In the case of a Soviet disarming nuclear 
strike, it would be impossible to restore any- 
thing resembling the status quo ante, hence 
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difficult to foresce any willingness on the 
Chinese sido to set asido their outrage and 
discuss a settlement. Thus, there would bo 
the prospect that military action at some level 
would continue following the initial nuclear 
strike. 


48. Virtually every nation would look to 
the US os the only possible lealer in any 


effort to restrain the Russians, mollify the 
Chinese, and halt the shooting war, While 
China would have the sympathy of much of 


favoring US military Intervention on Poking's 
behalf. But neither would a posturo of rigorous 
neutrality on the part of the US meet approval. 
Rather, the US would be expected to take 


Soviet intimidation, and take the lead in mo- 
bilizing world efforts to contain and end the 
conflict. Few nations outside of NATO would 
‘care to join the US in assuming a conspicuous 
posture in opposition to Soviet ambitions; 
communist leaders in Eastern Europe and 
East Asia would be especially reticent. 


49, If Washington were successinl in a 


from friends and allies to expand its own mili- 
tary programs, 


Rapprochement 
50. Global reaction to the hypothesized 
Sino-Sovict reconciliation would be heavily 
contingent on its cause, If reconciliation were 
to come about as a communist response to 
US policics or actions (initiated perhaps in 
collaboration with the Japanese) which ap- 
peared to menace Russian and Chinese inter- 
ests, the new Sino-Soviet unity would prob- 
be scen as essentially defensive and 
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power, though Western Europe and 
Japan, far stronger than 20 years ago, would 
be much morte important components of any 
rebuilt security structure, Whil> a few Third 
World countries might seek securlty from 
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and remote states as it was during the cold 


toward harsh and expansionist forcign policies. 
‘They would wish to use the fact of their re- 
newed collaboration—and the image of aug- 
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relations, of ftself, would not imply a con- 
current unwillingness to do business with the 


West. Particularly in the economic sphere, 


Moscow and Peking would remain interested. 


55, There would be adverse effects, The 


might also find the Soviets, reassured about 
their Chinese flank, more willing to compete 
with the US and less concerned about dé- 
tente in Europe—fecling freer, perhaps, to 
raise their price or perhaps to jettison this 
policy altogether if it were not producing the 
desired gains. 

56. Otber powers find some of the 
underlying assumptions of their policies sub- 
ject to erosion as well. Japan would find its 
room for maneuver between the USSR and 
China much more limited, and its activities 
in South Korea, Taiwan, and Southeast Asia 


and Peking off against one another. In short, 
the premises behind the present alignment of 
major powers might have to be revised. In- 
deed, the most significant result of any impor- 


crating alliances with the US and could, in 
certain circumstances, increase resistance to 
further détento offorts among Western leaders. 
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